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White 

Tonight:  Women in the arts;  Grace Marsh is in fact only 16, but her poetry, sharpened by 

the loss of her sight two years ago, has extraordinary maturity.  

 

Clip 
Healing 

I didn’t ask for this   

This anger, this frustration 

This injustice and sadness and ire – I didn’t ask for it 

I didn’t ask to open my eyes and then wish I hadn’t because only the lack of something, of 

everything, meets them when I do 

 

White 
More from Grace later in the programme.   

 

Meanwhile Karina Jones has been battling to establish her career on the stage for 20 years.  

Classically trained, she’s been consistently successful too, despite what she sees as the 

timidity of many producers and directors in giving roles to visually-impaired actors, even 

when the characters they would be playing are themselves visually impaired.    

 

Well she’s now landed a cracking part with which she’s about to go on tour;  a chiller where 

the totally blind heroine, played by Audrey Hepburn in the 1967 Warner Brothers film, takes 

on and beats a bunch of crooks trying to scam and terrorise her.   



 

 

Clip – Wait Until Dark 

Pick up the cane.  And tap on the floor right where you are, so I know where you are.  Go on 

tap. Tap.  Keep tapping.  Keep tapping. 

 

White 
Well that’s a clip from Wait Until Dark, it was directed by Terence Young.  

 

In a revival of the original stage play, by Frederick Knott, Karina will be onstage starting in 

Eastbourne from this coming Thursday.   She told me more about Suzy, the character she 

plays.    

 

Jones 
Well the piece is set in the ‘60s, so Suzy’s a kind of modern 1960s woman.  She’s been 

blinded recently in a car crash, about a year ago, and she’s met her husband only six months 

after and her husband has kind of rescued her from trying to practise crossing at the lights 

because you know she’s only just completely lost her sight – from sighted to nothing in such 

a short time, she’s very reliant on him.  And throughout the journey of the play she kind of 

learns that she can rely on herself. 

 

White 
Now you’ve said you don’t have to 'blind up' for this part, just explain what you mean by 

that. 

 

Jones 
So other actors, including Audrey Hepburn, had to blind up – they had to pretend to have the 

impairment.  The equivalent of what would be black up.  And I definitely think I’ve got an 

advantage in playing the part because I do have a visual impairment and I’m not just – the 

story’s very complicated but it’s very much Suzy’s journey as well, which really comes 

through strongly, I think because they – the original theatre company have cast a visually-

impaired actor. 

 

White 
But you do, of course, have some sight, so in a way is it any easier for you to play the part of 

someone who’s totally blind in the play and who as part of the plot uses darkness as a weapon 

because that would be quite tough for you to do wouldn’t it? 

 

Jones 
Yeah I do rely a lot on light.  I’ve got no central vision but I’ve got sight round the edges, 

I’ve got peripheral vision.  So in a rehearsal room I kind of get to know my way around it but 

this week we’re going into our technical rehearsal so then all the lighting will change.  So that 

will mean that I’m going in the dark – I’m not very good in the dark so I’ve kind of got the 

map of it in my head but I think I have to make some adjustments. 

 

White 
Right, but of course because there’s a bit of sight in a way this would be a startling thing to 

you as it would be to a sighted actor, that’s my point. 

 

Jones 
In a way but sometimes you see if I go in from a light room to a dark room I can’t see 

anything, so I do get that experience but that’s not my experience all the time.  So I think that 



 

 

it will be difficult but not as difficult because I do experience that with different light 

changes. 

 

White 
What’s your feeling about the debate about giving parts of blind characters to blind actors? 

 

Jones 
If someone blind or who is a wheelchair user can just go to an audition like everybody else 

for say Hamlet or whatever and be seen on an equal footing then I think it’s fine for anybody 

to play anything.  But at the moment that’s not happening and people who have disabilities, 

it’s getting better but a lot of the time, especially with blindness, they aren’t getting to play 

those parts.  So if we aren’t getting to play the parts that are written with a blind character 

then we’re not – certainly not going to get any other parts.  And there are trained actors out 

there who are visually-impaired and blind and who – who are perfectly able to do these roles 

and if we start by playing the roles that are written for us then hopefully we can go on to play 

any role. 

 

White 
And what’s holding it back? 

 

Jones 
I think some of it is fear because people have never worked with people with disabilities 

before.   

 

White 
Is there anyone who does advise companies, theatres, producers, directors? 

 

Jones 
I have heard that the RNIB have advised sighted actors on how to be blind, I have heard that, 

which doesn’t please me.  But there is a Spotlight… 

 

White 
Because, what, you say they should be telling these companies – go out and find a blind 

actor? 

 

Jones 
Absolutely, absolutely, not how to be blind but how to be politically – blind people have the 

same rights as anyone else to be actors and play roles and an advocate for visually-impaired 

people should be the first people to say that. 

 

White 
Tell us a bit more about your own career and the range of parts you’ve played because 

presumably you’ve had the same problems that you’ve just been talking about? 

 

Jones 
Yeah I had a lot of problems even auditioning for drama school, people would say well 

there’s no point in taking you, you can’t sight read, so you’re not even going to be able to 

audition.  And I think everybody from careers officers to agents, to casting people, said 

there’s no work here for you and being stubborn and thinking why shouldn’t I do that, I might 



 

 

have a visual impairment but that doesn’t – that might stop me from driving a bus but it 

certainly doesn’t stop me from portraying a character. 

 

White 
How much have you rested and how much have you worked? 

 

Jones 
In the early days it was really difficult, as I’m going on and on and on it’s getting better and 

better and better, to be honest.  A lot of the time it would be disability theatre and because I 

do aerial circus work as well, to hire a blind aerialist is – you know I often say to people if I 

can swing that far up in the air I can stand on a stage and act.  I think I’m underestimated 

sometimes and I think blind people are underestimated a lot. 

 

White 
Can I ask you more down to earth – I mean how have you coped with the profession in terms 

of learning scripts, learning lines that kind of thing? 

 

Jones 
I get line fed, so I’ve got a piece of – I’ve got something in my ear and while I’m on the stage 

someone is feeding me my lines through my headset.  That’s just for rehearsals… 

 

White 
I was going to say that’s presumably while you are going through the rehearsals in the play 

not on the stage in live theatre. 

 

Jones 
Not on the stage – no, no unfortunately I’ve got to learn them.   

 

White 
You are playing a totally blind woman and I just wonder how that feels for someone like you 

who – your sight deteriorated when you were quite young, presumably you stared the idea of 

total blindness in the face a bit? 

 

Jones 
Yeah because my sight deteriorated quite quickly during the summer holidays, in school I 

went from fully sighted to being registered blind in a short time.  So I have an experience of 

sudden sight loss, not as severe as Suzy’s but I kind of – yeah they kind of said to me you’ll 

be completely blind by the time you’re 18.  So there’s always that fear at the back of your 

mind that you think… 

 

White 
Does that give you a little shudder? 

 

Jones 
I think the – I think it might if I hadn’t seen such empowering blind people like someone we 

both knew – Tim Gebbels, who was completely blind and we did stage fighting courses 

together and all sorts. 

 

White 
Suzy actually has to do a bit of fighting doesn’t she in Wait Until Dark? 



 

 

 

Jones 
She has to do quite a lot of fighting, she’s quite – she takes no prisoners.  I’m throwing 

ammonia in people’s faces and I’m stabbing them and… [laughter]… 

 

White 
You sound like you’re quite enjoying that. 

 

Jones 
I love it [laughter]. 

 

White 

Karina Jones, and Wait Until Dark is on between now and the beginning of December, 

around the country, starts at Eastbourne, then Richmond, Cheltenham, Cambridge, Salisbury, 

Exeter, Lichfield, Malvern, Southend, Ipswich, Cardiff, York, and ending at Guildford.  So a 

reasonable chance you can get to see it. 

  

Grace Marsh isn’t a fully-fledged professional yet, but at 16 she’s already showing all the 

signs of being capable of a literary career.   Grace was born with a complex combination of 

eye problems, but she still had a good deal of useful vision.  But a couple of years ago she 

realised she was losing her remaining sight.  Far from being crushed though by the discovery, 

it stimulated her already keen desire to write.    

 

She’s been telling me more about the experience of losing her sight, and how she and the 

people around her have dealt with it.    

 

Marsh 
It was really difficult but I actually found that at the time I didn’t really deal with it and I just 

ignored it and tried to go on and tried to still be very much like sighted and completely ignore 

the fact that my vision had gone.  And then in Year 10, probably about half way through, I 

started having to learn a bit more, kind of tactile approaches and things like that and every 

time they would I just burst into tears because it kind of hit me.  And even now I still have 

quite a few bad days but I now have a support network of blind and visually-impaired friends 

that I can reach out to and chat to, whereas last year I didn’t have that.  So last year was quite 

difficult for me emotionally. 

 

White 
What about other people’s reactions – your friends at school for instance? 

 

Marsh 
My friends were like fine.  I had people I didn’t know being a bit mean but my actual 

friendship circle are fantastic.  I only knew two visually-impaired people when I was about 

14, when my vision had gone or was going, but now I know so many now and that has been a 

very recent development.  In the past couple of years just slowly but surely I’ve been making 

VI and blind friends and now I’m just – I have so many.  I went to stay with two of them 

actually at different times in London earlier on in this month and at the end of July. 

 

White 
And how have those friendships come about because you’re in Yorkshire you’ve got friends 

in London, how has that happened? 



 

 

 

Marsh 
So I had two friends and one of them I’ve known from being very young and he knew a lot of 

other people and so through him I got to meet loads of others.  And all this is kind of online 

and calling people and finally meeting them after months of knowing them and it just being a 

fantastic experience. 

 

White 
Which is really very interesting because I mean social media gets a bit of a mixed press, 

doesn’t it, I mean it gets a bad press from some of the things that go on on it and yet it sounds 

as if it’s been a means of you building up a network of visually-impaired friends? 

 

Marsh 
Definitely.  I don’t feel as isolated, I don’t feel as lonely, I feel like I have so many friends 

and just – I’m so lucky to have them.  So social media has definitely played a massive part in 

my happiness.  You can ask where to buy helpful things, how to do thing, you can just chat to 

people if you need a bit of emotional support.  I put a post on there near the start of losing my 

vision just saying does anybody have tips, can anybody have a chat with me about this and I 

got so much love back from it really.  And they understand it and that’s the difference is that 

as much support as I get from people at school they’re all sighted so they can’t quite 

understand it in the way that somebody with sight loss or who’s been blind from birth can. 

 

White 
Because I think people thought maybe when more and more people went to mainstream 

schools that that would be lost but obviously we’ve found a new way to do it really. 

 

Marsh 
Definitely yeah and I don’t think – I mean mainstream is brilliant and I love being in 

mainstream because it means that I also have sighted friends and I didn’t want to isolate 

myself from the sighted community – I don’t want to be Grace who’s blind, I want to be 

Grace who does this, this, this, this, oh by the way she’s blind as well. 

 

White 
When did you start writing Grace? 

 

Marsh 
Oh I’ve always loved writing and stories.  I started writing poetry probably about two years 

ago and… 

 

White 
At about the same time that you actually were losing that bit of sight – is that coincidental or 

was that why you wrote? 

 

Marsh 
I think subconsciously it was a means of me dealing with that and preserving some of my – 

well a lot of my visual memory because I would write a lot about nature and about things 

outside and things that I could see.  And now I can look back on those poems from all these 

years ago and I can be like – oh I remember that moment, I remember that – so it kind of 

helps to keep my connected with the person that I was and still am.  Even when I’d first lost 

my vision I still wrote about very visual things because that’s what I wanted, that’s what I 



 

 

craved.  Now it’s a bit different, I write – I mean I include some visual imagery in my poems 

but I quite like metaphors and quite cool stuff like that now.   

 

White 
Let’s perhaps hear an example of what you have written. 

 

Marsh 
Healing 

I didn’t ask for this 

This anger, this frustration 

This injustice and sadness and ire, I didn’t ask for it 

 

I didn’t ask to open my eyes and then wish I hadn’t because only the lack of something, of 

everything, meets them when I do 

 

I didn’t ask to raise these orbs, these vessels, to the sky only to realise that every visual 

endeavour is fruitless, hopeless, hapless, less, less than what it was, less than what it should 

be, less than what I asked for 

 

This is not what I asked for, I didn’t ask for the sleepless nights, nor for the fear or the 

isolation 

I didn’t ask for everything to be this terrifying 

Nor for the pain or the turmoil 

I didn’t ask for the braille, for the cane, for the open staring and the whispered comments 

I didn’t ask for any of it 

 

Yet, that is the hand I was dealt 

 

White 
Brilliant.  What does poetry enable you to say maybe that prose wouldn’t? 

 

Marsh 
I think the thing about poetry for me is that it can interpreted in a myriad of different ways.  

So that means that it reaches different audiences and if I’ve written a poem, for example, 

about sight loss that somebody can’t relate to they can interpret it as losing something else, as 

losing someone they love.  So I think that’s quite important. 

 

White 
Because you go on in that poem to equate it with a game, a game you’re not going to refuse 

to play.  Is that a sign of acceptance maybe? 

 

Marsh 
Yeah it really is, it’s about finding that inner strength and using all those negative emotions, 

using the sadness, using the anger to fight it and to make sure that I come out on top in a way 

and the blindness doesn’t win. 

 

White 

You’ve also written a poem about something that everybody will associate with, which is 

losing stuff, you know actually losing frustrating things.  Just to quote again:  “Hot salty tears 

are rushing like foaming rivers from my eyes and into my hairline, burying themselves in my 



 

 

locks so as to etch the agony they bring me into my skull forever more.  The memory stick 

I’ve been trying so desperately to locate is probably an inch away from my outstretched 

fingertips or just behind my shoulder, teasing me.”  I think we all know how that feels. 

 

Marsh 
Yeah and some may think oh losing a memory stick and you have that reaction, it’s a bit 

melodramatic but I think if you’ve been having, what I like to call, a bad blind day the 

smallest kind of blindness associated things upset you – spilling something, dropping 

something, loosing something – and you’re like I can’t cope with this anymore…. And you’ll 

get up in the morning, you’ll be absolutely fine, you’ll look for it and you’ll find it 

straightaway. 

 

White 
Is this something you think that you’ll be doing most of your life – writing – is it something 

you want to do maybe professionally? 

 

Marsh 
I would absolutely love to do it professionally.  I’m really into spoken word poetry and things 

like that, I’d love to do that as well.  And I’m going to endeavour to do whatever I can to 

keep this open to make sure that it gets heard because I don’t think that we’re particularly 

represented correctly in any form of mainstream media and it would mean the world to me if 

somebody came to me and said oh I liked your writing, I related to it and it made me feel a 

little bit less alone about my sight because that’s what I didn’t have, so I’d love to give 

people that. 

 

White 
Grace Marsh there and who would doubt that she will make it?    

 

That’s it for today, but do give us your thoughts about what you’ve heard.  You can contact 

our Actionline for 24 hours after tonight’s programme, that’s on 0800 044044.  You can 

email intouch@bbc.co.uk or via the contact us link on the website: www.bbc.co.uk/intouch. 

 

That’s it from me, Peter White, producer Lee Kumutat, and the team, goodbye.       
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